University of Mississippi

eGrove
Haskins and Sells Publications

Deloitte Collection

1968

Reading is a bad habit
Raymond L. Gibbs

Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/dl_hs
Part of the Accounting Commons, and the Taxation Commons

Recommended Citation
H&S Reports, Vol. 05, (1968 winter), p. 10-12

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Deloitte Collection at eGrove. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Haskins and Sells Publications by an authorized administrator of eGrove. For more information, please
contact egrove@olemiss.edu.

An Accountant's Experience with
Speed Reading
by Raymond L. Gibbs (New Orleans)

America is a literate nation, and we are
naturally proud of the fact. It is also an
inventive nation, and we have learned
to print at speeds staggering to the
imagination. Every day, great quantities of printed material reach our desks
demanding attention. If we are away
for a week, we run the risk of being
crushed by its sheer physical weight,
and a respectable amount of time is required simply to handle, initial and
pass on the accumulation, too often unread.
In addition to the claims on our time
for required reading, areas of professional and cultural development and
relaxation beckon us. Floods of newsp a p e r s , magazines and books swirl
around us, and the process of making
a satisfactory selection is, at least, a
"puzzlement." The newspapers and
magazines appeal to us, but even those
we select get little more than our cursory review. We all like to know the
names of the current best sellers and
to be able to talk about them, but many
of us don't feel comfortable enough
with books to read them with ease. We
may read one or two a year, more to
relieve our consciences than for personal enjoyment.

"Triple Your Reading Speed." Many
of these thoughts darted in and out of
my mind at a rate somewhat in proportion to the backlog of unread material.
It wasn't a matter of being current;
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that was out of the question. It was
simply a calculated risk on how far behind I could afford to be. Occasionally,
by spending more time I could reduce
the risk, but after all, I knew that I
needed to spend less time reading, not
more. The only way to do this, of
course, was to learn to read rapidly.
According to a series of advertisements in the newspaper this could be
accomplished readily. With a boldness
that almost made me ashamed that I
didn't already know how, the advertisements guaranteed to triple my reading
speed, without the use of machines.
This latter claim was particularly
meaningful to me because I had taken
a rapid reading course in 1955 that
used machines as a pacer. One such
machine lowered a shade over the page
being read. Another type flashed lines
of reading material across a screen. In
each case, the machines were preset at
speeds just in excess of that which was
comfortable reading, so as to increase
the flow of words past my eyes and thus
force me to increase my reading speed.
I was much impressed with the results
of this course at the time, but through
the years since then, not having the
machines at hand, I did not retain my
new reading speed.
The currently advertised course substituted the hand as a pacer, pointing
out that unlike machines, my hand was
always with me. It was no secret to me
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that the eyes tend to move at a comfortable speed, much slower than is
necessary for the mind to comprehend,
and would speed up only if they were
made to by some pacer. The idea of the
hand pacer made sense to me and I put
my money on the line to back my
judgment.
My experiences with this course,
viewed both objectively and subjectively, were so valuable that I think
they should be shared. In relating them,
I will deal with my impression of what
takes place in the course, which may
not be what actually takes place. This
limitation itself should not be a hinderance because I'm satisfied that "what
actually takes place" in rapid reading
has not been proven conclusively by
any of the established disciplines.
In describing these experiences, I
seek to answer two questions:
Can rapid reading be taught?
If so, why don't more people learn
how to do it?
By answering these questions, I hope
to give those of you who have wondered whether it would be to your advantage to take such a course an objective basis for making a decision.
What Really Happens. The desired result of reading is, or should be, a compromise between minimum time and
adequate comprehension, keeping in
mind that our rate of recall decreases
very rapidly in about two days, even

if we have one hundred percent comprehension while we read. Comprehension is adequate if it meets the particular needs and purposes of a particular
reading. It is usually different for technical matter, like a statement of the Accounting Principles Board, than for a
mystery novel.
In order to comprehend what we
read, most of us rely on mentalization
of the words or phrases we see. In other
words, we must think the words we see
in order to understand them. Most of
us have become so sophisticated that
we no longer point to the words, say
them out loud, or even silently move
our lips. What we now do is sub vocalize, or mentalize, or think the words in
order to understand their collective
meaning. Some of us have even taught
ourselves not to reread, either for understanding or for pleasure.
What we must do if we are ever to
be able to read rapidly is to soften our
focus on the page so that we see areas
of print rather than words, and we
must move our eyes so rapidly that we
have time neither to mentalize nor to
reread. Also, to succeed in changing
our reading habits we must understand
what we have been doing and develop
a great deal of faith that it can be
changed. We must realize that whatever we do when we read is done
through the ingrained habits of years
of experience, the learning years of

which are dim in our memory. Subvocalization, mentalization or thinking the
words is a process only slightly faster
than saying them aloud, usually estimated at about 250 words per minute
(wpm). Our minds have the ability to
comprehend at speeds at least six times
faster than our ability to speak. Our
eyes are simply extensions of the brain.
We can gain some faith that our
reading habits can be changed by realizing that there is nothing sacred about
reading left to right in horizontal lines.
I understand that some orientals read
from right to left in vertical lines. Any
foreign language can be read with some
dexterity by those trained to do so,
even though the symbols or the arrangement of the subjects, verbs, and
so on, may be different from our own
language. Actually, it can be demonstrated that our minds can comprehend
the sense of jumbled words in our own
language almost instantaneously.
Rapid reading courses generally seek
to destroy our bad habits, which limit
our comprehension to the speed at
which we either vocalize or mentalize
words, and to instill good habits, which
permit our minds to comprehend total
concepts through the stimulus of the
written page. This is difficult to accept
with confidence, and yet, in order to
read fast, a learner must follow this
principle until his own experience has
led him to believe thoroughly in it.
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The Process. The rapid reading course
met in class session once a week for
eight weeks, at which times we reviewed the outside practice assignments of the previous week and planned
new exercises for the next week. Between classes we were assigned six
hours of exercises designed to destroy
bad reading habits and to develop
good ones. This required severe uninterrupted concentration for one hour six
nights a week, a process I came to think
of as being the closest thing to selfimposed brainwashing that I could
imagine. It was more or less like the
notion that "it feels so good when you
stop hitting your h e a d against the
stone wall."
After severely concentrating for sustained periods on the flow of words
past my eyes at 3,000 wmp, it was a
relief to have them go by at only 1,000
wmp; after seeing them at 5,000 wpm,
it was a relief to see them at 3,000 wmp
and almost a pleasure to see them at
1,000 wpm; after seeing them at 10,000
wpm it was a relief to see them at 5,000
wpm, a pleasure to see them at 3,000
wpm and a sheer delight to see them at
1,000 wpm. After a while whole areas
of the page seemed literally to fly up into my comprehension, and I would actually interrupt the process by thinking
with joy, "I'm getting it, I'm really getting it." My comprehension, after dropping to zero with each new leap forward, began to build back at the lower
levels and was greatly in excess of what
it had been at my former reading
speed.
This pyramiding continued as long
as my incentive and environmental conditions permitted. Having paid for the
course, my incentive was not lacking.
On the other hand, environmental conditions frequently broke down. It
seemed impractical consistently to allocate one hour each day to the uninterrupted severe concentration necessary to continue the pyramiding process. As a result, I found that the
weekly class time became less productive, and with each following week of
inconsistent practice, I finally acknowl-
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edged to myself that incentive alone
cannot conquer all.
But all was not lost. As Pickett's
charge at Gettysburg has been acclaimed "the highwater mark" of the
Confederacy, so might my reading of
Albert Camus' The Stranger in twenty
minutes be characterized as my zenith
in this rapid reading course. As proven
by a test given in class, I knew within
acceptable limits the names and personalities of the characters, the location, the plot and its development in
this 180-page book, which I had never
seen before. Quite frankly, I was surprised at how much I actually knew,
because it seemed I was reading so fast
that I didn't have time to think about it.
It reminded me of "subliminal perception," the apparently unproven yet
highly touted process of conveying recallable images to the mind by flashing
them so rapidly on a screen filled with
other action that there is no conscious
memory of having seen them. Whether
the two processes are similar or even
the same I don't know, but there is too
much support for each of them for me
to disbelieve that they can really work.
On a temporary basis I tripled my
reading speed, and I still read faster today than before I took the course. However, for me eight weeks were too short
a period for a lasting change in habits
relied upon for scores of years.
Conclusion. I'm convinced that the
teaching of rapid reading is a very real
process of reorienting ineffective reading habits that either keep us chained
to piles of paper in a dedicated attempt
to read everything or that create unacceptable voids in our attempts to read
only that which is essential. I'm satisfied that people, generally, are not receptive to this reorientation because of
the inconvenience necessarily involved
in changing ingrained habits. However, given the right incentive, environmental conditions and period of time,
I believe it can be done.
By the way—how long did it take
you to read this article?

